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and rabbit skin glue; 8 screen units, 86 x 120 inches each; from the Virginia Tech Art Collection

We would like to thank the artists and their galleries for providing these images for  
our educational resources. For more information, visit the Additional Resources section  
in the guide.



ABOUT THE GALLERIES

The Center for the Arts at Virginia Tech provides transformative arts experiences to young 
people through gallery tours, student exhibitions, workshops with artists, and special school-
day performances from renowned touring artists for children, teachers, and families.

Explore exciting new opportunities to connect with the arts through exhibitions and study 
guides created especially for young audiences. Contact us at bit.ly/artscenteratvt-pk12 
to register for a gallery tour and to sign up for emails to learn more about the center’s  
PK-12 programs.

Plan Your Visit

Gallery Hours
Tuesday-Friday, 10 AM-5 PM 
Saturday, 10 AM-4 PM 
(during exhibition run dates)

Admission to the galleries is always free and open to the public. 

The Ruth C. Horton Gallery is located downstairs in the Center for the Arts near the Alumni 
Mall entrance. The Miles C. Horton Jr. Gallery and Sherwood Payne Quillen ‘71 Reception 
Gallery are located upstairs near the Turner Street entrance. Find parking information at 
bit.ly/cfa-pk12-matinees.
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https://artscenter.vt.edu/experiences/k12-programs.html
http://bit.ly/artscenteratvt-pk12
http://bit.ly/cfa-pk12-matinees


WE WANT EVERYONE TO ENJOY THE EXHIBITION

Please prepare your students for their visit to the Center for the Arts by practicing museum 
manners before you visit. The following guidelines will ensure that everyone can enjoy the 
exhibition.

•  Always stay a safe distance away from each piece to keep the art untouched  
for all viewers.  

•  If you want to rest and observe, you can sit on the benches or floor (watch out  
for gallery walls and pedestals, as these aren’t meant to be leaned against).

•  Food, gum, and beverages are not allowed inside the galleries.

•  Please remove backpacks and put them in a safe place away from the art.

•  Use only pencils when writing or drawing in the galleries.

•  Photography is allowed, but please do not use a flash.
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We’re Here to Help
Please reach out to schedule a visit or for questions about teaching, learning, and engaging 
with our programs.

Savannah Penven
Exhibitions Program Manager 
540-231-0840  |  spenven@vt.edu

Bethany Costello
Engagement Manager 
540-231-0806  |  bethanycostello@vt.edu

mailto:spenven%40vt.edu?subject=
mailto:bethanycostello%40vt.edu?subject=


About the Exhibition
In the summer of 1990, Jiro Okura traveled from Kyoto to Southwest Virginia, where eight 
black walnut trees from the Jefferson National Forest had been selected for him — blessed 
in a Shinto ceremony before they were cut, their living spirit honored before becoming art. 
From that wood, Okura and a community of students, artists, and neighbors built Mountain 
Lake Screen Tachi, 16 towering folding screens, painted and gilded, that when set across 
an Appalachian hillside stretched more than 100 feet. Together, they formed a movable 
wall between cultures, between nature and form, between presence and disappearance.

This exhibition brings together eight of those screens alongside works on paper, sculpture, 
and installation that extend the same meditative practice across materials and scale. Large 
sumi ink drawings register branches, leaves, and other fragments of the world through 
thousands of repeated brushstrokes, leaving their forms behind as absences. In Souls on 
Garbage (1998), that same discipline of repeated line is carried into three dimensions, 
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 Jiro Okura; Souls on Garbage (detail), 1998; painted wood platform with assorted painted refuse found objects;  
144 × 288 x 4 inches; courtesy of Longwood Center for the Visual Arts

JIRO OKURA
A Line of Breath Between Wood and Light
Thursday, June 4-Saturday, August 22, 2026

All galleries

Suitable for students in grades PK-12
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unifying discarded objects across a painted ground and transforming the residue of consumer 
life into something closer to sacred assemblage. A small group of carved camphor wood 
sculptures from the early 1980s returns us to the point where this practice begins: in the 
repeated cut of the blade, in the cut surface as bodily chanting, and in wood approached 
not as inert material but as a living presence.

Born in Tokyo and long active in Kyoto, Okura developed a practice shaped by Shinto 
reverence for the living spirit within natural materials and by a Buddhist understanding of 
impermanence. He moved fluidly between drawing, sculpture, and installation, guided 
less by composition than by attention: the repeated cut of a blade, the sweep of a brush,  
a simple action performed again and again as a form of bodily chanting until the mind 
empties and something deeper begins to surface. His work doesn’t so much represent nature 
as enter into relation with it, allowing wood, paper, light, gravity, and time to remain active 
participants in the making of form.

At Mountain Lake, Okura found not only a landscape whose scale and stillness resonated 
with ideas already central to his practice, but a collaborative way of working that expanded 
it. Through the shared experiments of the Mountain Lake Workshops, he opened his work 
more fully to chance: to the unpredictable encounter between object and mark, material 
and gesture, individual action and collective process. The works gathered here arose from 
that exchange between artist, place, and community, yet they remain unmistakably his: 
quiet, rigorous, and open. What they ask of the viewer is not interpretation so much as 
presence — the same sustained attention Okura brought to every cut, every mark, every 
gesture. Like breath moving between body and air, these works hover between visibility 
and disappearance, holding for a moment the meeting of matter and spirit.

 Jiro Okura; Untitled, (Shishendo Garden — for John Cage), (detail) 1992; from the Breathing Lines series;  
sumi-e ink on burned mulberry paper; 83.5 x 47.5 x 3.5 inches; from the Virginia Tech Art Collection 
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Biography
Jiro Okura’s (b. Tokyo, 1942-2014) participation in the Mountain Lake 
Workshop (1990-1998) is considered among the most poetic and 
conceptually nuanced contributions in the program’s history. Okura’s 
incorporation of natural forces like gravity, wind, light, and discarded 
materials reveal his dedication to imperfection, rawness, and deep 
reverence for nature and fellow man.

 
Helpful Terminology
Aesthetic: The study of beauty, art, and taste. As a branch of philosophy, it examines  
the meaning of artworks and audience experience of watching objects.

Buddhism: A religion of eastern and central Asia growing out of the teaching of 
Siddhartha Gautama that suffering is inherent in life and that one can be liberated  
from it by cultivating wisdom, virtue, and concentration.

Calligraphy: The practice of artistic, stylized, or elegant handwriting or lettering taken  
to the level of visual arts.

Minimalism: Lifestyle or technique in the arts that is characterized by extreme spareness 
and simplicity, focusing on experiences rather than material possessions.

Shinto: An East Asian religion native to Japan. As polytheistic and animistic, Shinto 
revolves around supernatural entities called kami, who are believed to inhabit all things, 
including forces of nature and prominent landscape locations.

Zen: A Japanese school of Buddhism that emphasizes the value of meditation, intuition, 
calm, and acceptance.

Quotes from Jiro
“I want to share the wisdom I’ve found in life through my art.”  

“I was hooked on wood. By working with wood, I discovered a way to confirm not  
only my own existence, but also the vast presence of nature, of the entire cosmos, 
surrounding me.” 

“There is a compelling, rough yet delicate beauty to this rawness. It lies in the 
coexistence of these and other attributes while retaining the ability to evoke the  
sense of being enveloped in nature.” 

“The beauty of the human being lies in how to accept their imperfection.” 

“Doing something over and over clears your mind so you can find the universe  
that’s inside you, the artistic spirit that will create the work.” 



Portrait of Jiro Okura constructing 
Mountain Lake Screen Tachi with 
Virginia Tech student 



Japanese screens, known as byōbu, are folding panels that have been used for centuries 
both as functional room dividers and as canvases for art. Originating in the seventh through 
eighth centuries, they are often decorated with landscapes, seasonal scenes, or historical 
and mythical stories. Made from paper or silk stretched over wooden frames, many screens 
feature delicate brushwork, gold leaf, and vibrant colors. Beyond their practical use, byōbu 
reflect Japanese aesthetics — balance, harmony with nature, and an appreciation for 
storytelling through imagery. Over time, both traditional and modern artists have continued 
to explore their design, making them a bridge between history and contemporary creativity.

Jiro Okura is well known for his Mountain Lake Screen Tachi. Produced over a period of 
about six months during the artist residence at the Mountain Lake Workshop in 1990, this 
contemporary work of art dramatically redefines the art form of the Japanese folding screen. 
Okura’s screens feature many nontraditional features, including panels made of timber, 
specifically black walnut, selected from the Jefferson National Forest in Virginia and chosen 
for its likeness to the Japanese grey bark elm, which is often used for sacred objects in 
Japan. Pieces of gold foil cover the panels, swaying with the slightest movement of air. It 
was the artist’s intention that, over time, bits of the gold leaf will fall from the screens and 
the wood will return to its natural state, symbolizing Okura’s acceptance of the gradual 
transformation and ever-changing condition of nature that is stressed in Buddhism. 
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Screen Sketch 

ACTIVITIES IN THE 
GALLERIES
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The Mountain Lake Workshop, founded in 1980 by Ray Kass in Virginia’s Appalachian 
Mountains, was a special art program where artists, scientists, musicians, and philosophers 
worked and learned together. It welcomed artists like Jiro Okura, focusing on creating site-
responsive art inspired by nature and different kinds of materials. 

Site-responsive creation is when an artist makes artwork for a specific place, thinking about 
things like light, space, and how people move through it. At the workshop, Okura used 
inspiration and ideas from Japanese culture to create artworks that were designed specifically 
to reside in the Appalachian Mountains. This made the artwork something not just to look 
at, but something you could truly experience. 

Take a look at the art around you and pick one piece to explore through a site-responsive 
activity. Using your five senses, imagine how this artwork would feel in a different place 
outside the gallery. Fill in the chart on the next page; prompts are in the first column, and 
your ideas go in the second!
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Site Responsive Senses 

 VIRGINIA VISUAL ARTS STANDARDS OF LEARNING: 3.1A, 4.1A, 5.1A, 6.3D, 7.1, 8.4



Instead of an art gallery, I wonder what this artwork would be like if it were in this location:
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Site Responsive Senses Worksheet

 VIRGINIA VISUAL ARTS STANDARDS OF LEARNING: 3.1A, 4.1A, 5.1A, 6.3D, 7.1, 8.4

Sight How might this art look in a new site  
(e.g., brighter, darker, different colors more prominent)?

Hearing What sounds might surround this artwork in a new site  
(e.g., wind, water, city noise, silence) or would it make  
any sound itself? 

Touch How might the artwork feel if you could touch it in this new site 
(e.g., rough, smooth, warm, cold, soft)?

Smell What smells might surround the artwork in its new site  
(e.g., fresh air, rain, forest, ocean, food)?

Taste If you were to place this artwork in a new site, what might you 
taste in the air or around you (e.g., fresh water, salty ocean air, 
sweet fruit, smoky campfire)?



Okura often used natural materials like wood and branches to create his drawings, allowing 
their shapes and textures to remain simple and close to nature. Rather than focusing on 
detailed craftsmanship, Okura was interested in how materials could connect and interact 
with space. His artwork invites viewers to notice not only what is there, but also the spaces 
in between, encouraging a deeper awareness of how everything is connected.

In this activity, you'll use weaving as a way to explore some of these same ideas by connecting 
material and process. 

Work with students to create woven art using three drinking straws, yarn, tape, and scissors. 
Tape the three straws together at one end with little space between them, ensuring 
alignment. Next, have each student leave a long tail on their yarn and insert it between 
two of the straws near the taped end. Weave the yarn over and under the straws, going all 
the way across and then back again, continuing this pattern as students work their way up 
the straws. Periodically, encourage students to slide their weaving down toward the taped 
end, so the stitches stay snug. Upon reaching the top, students will cut the yarn, leave  
a tail, and knot off their project on one end. 

As students are working, challenge the class to pay attention to the spaces between; these 
gaps are just as important as the strips themselves. Creativity can be challenged by bending, 
twisting, or overlapping the strips of material to make the weaving more visually compelling, 
like Jiro Okura’s technique. 
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Over Under  

 VIRGINIA VISUAL ARTS STANDARDS OF LEARNING: AI.6, AI.13, AII.6, AII.13, AIII.6, 
AIII.13, AIV.6, AIV.13

ACTIVITIES IN THE 

CLASSROOM
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Links and Additional Resources
Mountain Lake Workshop: mountainlakeworkshop.org

Straw Weaving: bit.ly/cfa-straw-weaving

http://mountainlakeworkshop.org
http://bit.ly/cfa-straw-weaving



